What constitutes our understanding of a patient?
A number of approaches to the search for methodology in the human sciences are reviewed. Heidegger's use of Husserl's phenomenology led to his exploration of the background practices on which he believed all our understanding is based. This use of phenomenology was adopted by Sartre and R. D. Laing, and existential psychiatrists and psychoanalysts in their emphasis on the here-and-now encounter between the patient and the therapist, along with various embellishments and emendations on Heidegger's notion of what it meant to live authentically or inauthentically. Foucault maintained that there is a politics embedded in all the human sciences such as psychiatry and psychoanalysis, and this politics revolves around the use of power and its operations, including the actual use of the human sciences in the culture and what the different theories imply in the way of an ideology. Lacan emphasized this when he challenged the prevailing ideology of United States psychoanalysis, in which adaptation was seen as the crucial task of the ego. The existence of background practices and outer horizons required for any understanding in the human sciences leads to a situation that questions the use of empirical methods to establish what is accepted as "truth" in the human sciences. A predominant alternative, that of hermeneutics, has gained acceptance by eminent analysts such as Gill and certain interpersonal theorists. But the term hermeneutics is used in many ways by many authors and runs the danger of a relativism and a nihilism. This leads to a discussion of the value of various philosophical positions in throwing light on our search for a methodology in the human sciences. A review of arguments invoking the "end of philosophy" such as those of Rorty reveals that they are paradoxical and based on premises which in turn represent a philosophy. This debate remains unresolved. In general the postmodern view sees "truth" as more relative and emphasizes the role of social and cultural aspects of prevailing ideologies in constituting and determining what we call truth and understanding, including the "understanding" of a patient in psychotherapy. An example of the postmodern blend of philosophy and psychoanalysis is presented by Arlow's emphasis on unconscious fantasies and his insightful comments on how these unconscious fantasies organize and determine what we experience from the very beginning of life. This I believe is most consistent with Rescher's philosophical notion of "conceptual idealism," also briefly reviewed in this paper.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 400 WORDS)